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Alicia Carter: Capturing Authenticity: An exploration in brand-sponsored documentary video 
storytelling to define brand values and further social impact (Under the direction of Laura Ruel) 
 
This non-traditional thesis project explores how brand-sponsored documentary video storytelling 
is emerging in advertising content and marketing strategies. It identifies trends, ethical 
challenges, and lessons learned within brand-sponsored documentary video storytelling industry 
the through explorative research and analysis. It includes a value-driven brand-sponsored 
documentary video titled ‘Curious by Nature’ and ‘Earth Month’ marketing campaign with the 
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The Super Bowl in 2021 looked different. Coaches wore masks to protect themselves 
from COVID-19, cardboard cut-out fans dotted the Tampa Bay stadium, and commercials 
exhibited a more authentic, personal, and social impact approach.1 To viewers, it was no surprise 
to see masks and fake fans on T.V., but when large, notable Super Bowl advertisers like 
Budweiser and Audi decided to sit their commercial slot out, it made news headlines.2 The new 
content and declining popularity of Super Bowl advertisements mark a decades-long shift in 
marketing strategy and consumer priorities. As technology transitioned to our fingertips and 
cable T.V. viewership decreased, companies changed their advertising priorities to capture and 
sustain viewers where they spend their time, streaming and social platforms.3 Perhaps the most 
critical change in commercial content is who is featured. While DoorDash partnered with David 
Diggs and Sesame Street for its 2021 Super Bowl spot, which cost over six million dollars, it 
also successfully entered the brand-sponsored documentary video storytelling industry producing 
and funding ‘Southside Magnolia’ in October 2020.4 Southside Magnolia is a six-minute short 
documentary about Vic and Dana Cooksey, Black restaurant owners of Krazy Hog BBQ in 
Chicago’s southside neighborhood. When COVID-19 closed their doors, the Cooksey’s and local 
community fought to reopen.5 In just one month, it reached over three million views on 
YouTube.6 Southside Magnolia’s website highlights DoorDash’s mission to support restaurants 
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engaged company. This new approach, a short documentary video paired with company values 
and social impact, highlights a new way of creating commercial-like content. And its authenticity 
connects with consumers. Public YouTube comments applaud DoorDash and Wendy Henry 
states, “Until today, I had no idea what DoorDash was, other than one more brand of goods and 
services movers...DoorDash, Uber, Lyft, one more link in the chain. Until today. You people are 
on a mission, and I applaud you whole-heartedly. Thank you so much for sharing your skills, 
ideas, and heart. See you soon.”7 It may never be the end of the Super Bowl commercial, but it 
may not be the most valuable brand content anymore. 
The new, more relevant content, I believe, is brand-sponsored documentary video 
storytelling. In 2020, the impact and popularity of this style of storytelling was evident. REI’s 
Co-Op journal had grown to an editorial team of 20 people, including videographers, writers, and 
producers.8 YETI, who started making films to remain authentic and connected to their audience 
in 2015, premiered their work at international film festivals.9 And Patagonia, the most widely 
known brand for its brand-sponsored documentary video storytelling, used their content to 
further a social impact strategy and push environmental legislation through Congress.10 
I noticed the most successful brands engaged in brand-sponsored documentary video 
storytelling had large budgets and focused on the outdoor industry. As an outsider, I had 
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Is a large budget necessary? What is the social impact strategy? Can journalism even be 
marketing? And, who is making this content, visual journalists?  
For my thesis project, I created one brand-sponsored documentary video and one 
‘Documentary Storytelling Workshops Series’ that navigated a collaborative relationship 
between a visual journalist and a brand. Together, we explored the brand’s values and identified 
a relevant story narrative to create a short documentary video titled ‘Curious by Nature.’ The 
storytelling process included four phases: value exploration (pre-production), production, post-
production, and social impact. Before filming, I interviewed 19 experts in creative agencies, 
brand marketing teams, academia, and filmmakers to develop my approach. By working with 
two brands, I had the opportunity to compare two diverse brands and sectors: personal care 
products company Burt's Bees and insulated reusable products company S'well. My results were 
not be conclusive in a short time but instead explored whether short documentary video can be a 
successful medium across diverse brands and sectors given the appropriate creative direction, 
ethical considerations, and journalistic approach. By engaging in a thoughtful, value-oriented 
storytelling approach, I believe that the brand will attract new, engaged audiences, further their 
social impact, and most of all: capture authenticity.  
Personal Prologue – How I Got Here 
 
I never expected to spend the summer of 2020 camping all over rural America with only 
my car, a tent, camp stove, and camera equipment documenting the rural fight to save the United 
States Postal Service. I visited 51 post offices from New Mexico to North Carolina collecting 
audio, video, and photos of retired clerks, letter carriers, active rural highway contractors, and 




Scalawag Magazine published photo stories from my work. Many of my achievements in 
summer 2020 were a dream come true, but I almost didn't pursue them at all. 
In March 2020, before the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, I was refining my 
coverage plan to report on climate resilience in Kenai, Alaska, and discovering my passion for 
visual journalism work in Placencia, Belize, with UNC Global Storytelling. Suddenly, 
everything was paused and then canceled.  
My classmates and I attended webinars, took unpaid internships, networked, read, or 
pursued new hobbies. Society told us to pivot, adapt, be resilient, and stay relevant. But by June 
2020, layoffs in the United States topped 30 million,11 including an estimated 37,000 employees 
from U.S. news media companies, one of the hardest-hit industries.12 
Although I felt like I had adapted to uncertain circumstances a million times before, it 
was hard to let go of the undeclared wishes I had for that summer. I paid attention to the news 
and decided to pursue a visual story on the post office. After creating a coverage plan, I hit the 
road without guaranteed funding, support, or publication. At this point in my career, I barely felt 
like a visual journalist, and imposter syndrome was all too real. My collaborator and I spent less 
than $1500 and logged over 800 hours on the project. Despite a successful outcome, we only 
earned $2225. That's $0.84 hourly. I was passionate, but I also learned that working as a visual 
journalist might not be a viable career.   
I thought there could be more to be figure out, but there is no secret to making it as a 
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and the competition is higher than ever? How does that pivot influence a new industry? What 
new challenges will we face?  
I have gone down, and am embarking on, an unconventional path for an aspiring visual 
journalist, but I believe it is why my thesis is both daring and meaningful. Before coming to the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, I lived and worked in five countries over seven 
years tackling economic, health, and educational policy challenges with grassroots organizations. 
In 2014, I earned a B.A. in International Health and Development from the University of Denver. 
Because of these experiences, I question objectivity, the journalists' right to photograph, our 
biases and perspectives, and the social impact of visual work. Today, I believe in a slow, 
thoughtful, and brave journalistic approach to create stories that transcend geographical, socio-
economic, and cultural differences. I want to be –I am– a visual journalist and I will hold true to 
the principles of that earned title. Visual journalism has provided a distinct purpose to my 


















Marketing: The activities a company undertakes to promote the buying or selling of a product, 
service, or good. 
Advertising: A marketing communication that employs an openly sponsored message to 
promote or sell a product, service or idea. 
Journalism: The activity of gathering, assessing, creating, and presenting news and information. 
Content: Information or experiences that are expressed through a medium, such as photo, video, 
written or any of various arts. 
Content marketing: A form of marketing focused on creating, publishing, and distributing 
content for a targeted audience online.  
Brand journalism: When brands tell real-world stories that don’t read like marketing or 
advertising copy through journalistic mediums such as long-form articles or photo essays.  
Documentary: A style of capturing footage of unfolding actuality — real situations, events and 
natural interactions. 
Brand-sponsored documentary video storytelling: Brands supporting the process of 
documenting reality through authentic, real video stories in their marketing strategy. 
Unscripted documentary storytelling: A video that does not follow a prepared script 










The History of Brand Storytelling 
Stories are a part of our humanity –past, present, and future –and they play a vital role in 
understanding the world around us and interacting with one another. Plato said, “Those who tell 
stories rule society.” Plato intended that the people in power “choose only those [stories] we 
think suitable, and reject the rest. We shall persuade mothers and nurses to tell our chosen stories 
to their children, and by means of them to mould their minds and characters which are more 
important than their bodies,”13 Plato’s statements are at best, revisionism, and at worst, fascist 
censorship. Still, as storytellers, he also reminds us how powerful stories shape culture, 
character, and behavior and that to tell one another’s stories is a privilege.  
The relationship between story and brand has a long history. While technology evolved 
how we communicate, some current brand advertising and marketing methods earned their roots 
thousands of years ago. Historians first identified custom publishing in cave paintings in 4200 
B.C. and loosely translated the drawings to “Six ways a spear can save you from wild boar.”14 
These markings represented what, who, and how life occurred, and this representation of the 
spear connected a tool to its relevant audience. In ancient Greece, elites gave goods and services 
to Olympians, and in ancient Rome, they paid the most successful gladiators to wear and 
advertise products, just like the modern “influencer.”15 Later, Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of 
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broader audience in both readers and distributors.16 However, it wasn’t until the industrial 
revolution and the birth of the consumer economy of the 19th and 20th centuries that the brand 
advertising and marketing industry we know today took hold. More products meant more 
consumer choices, and the need to stand out and take ownership the need for a unique brand 
identity.17 Soon, brands developed content, such as blog posts or social media advertisements, 
that strategically connected consumers to their values and social impact, widely known as 
content marketing.18 
The Beginning of Brand Journalism 
Content marketing that took a journalistic approach was termed brand journalism. John 
Deere’s print magazine The Furrow and Michelin’s The Michelin Guide were the first brands to 
experiment with this approach.19 While content marketing sought loyalty and nurtured product 
interests with existing consumers, brand journalism aimed to build awareness and engagement, 
set the context for follow-up messaging, and acquire audiences who share a brand’s values. The 
success of The Furrow and The Michelin Guide highlighted the power of brand journalism: to 
capture real-world authenticity.  
The story of Michelin, a tire company, who is widely known for creating the Michelin 
Guide, a magazine that judges restaurants, is a unique marketing strategy, but teaches valuable 






16  History.com Editors, “Printing Press.”  
17 Cantor, “A Brief History of Branding.”  
18  Ibid. 




as a travel magazine to increase the number of drivers and make car ownership for everyone, not 
just the rich.20 The first issue explored small French towns and cities, including maps, notable 
restaurants and hotels, and advertisements. They were motivated by more than their products but 
aimed to make driving easier and more accessible. They theorized the content would connect 
with consumers in their daily lives and secondarily promote car use eliminating a direct need to 
advertise tires. The Michelin brothers’ actions convinced hotels to start offering free parking, 
invented road numbers, and put up road signs. And in turn, we began to live in the world 
Michelin imagined and one consumers also wanted and could influence since the publication was 
based on their experiences. 
Technological advances changed the content medium from print to radio, television, and 
then web, but the foundation of the brand journalism stories stayed the same. In an audio-visual 
format, stories became audible, visual, memorable, and relatable.21 Today, John Deere’s The 
Furrow remains mostly unchanged since its origins as a magazine for farmers –except it's also 
now a website, podcast, and features video storytelling. They choose to not center product or the 
company in their marketing, but to align their values with authentic journalistic content. In an 
interview with the Drum, David Jones, John Deere’s publications manager, said “We do not talk 
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The Emerging Popularity of Brand-sponsored Documentary Video Storytelling 
With smartphones and affordable camera equipment, photo and video storytelling is 
easier than ever, but with mass amounts of available content and complicated data analytics, it is 
harder to see the results. Today’s content is not only more invasive, but on average, a person in 
2020 sees between 6,000 and 10,000 ads per day –from pop-ups, influencer advertising, blogs, 
paid ads on search results, to social media sponsored posts.23 Given all this content, human 
attention span is at its lowest of eight seconds, and research from Jampp found that attention 
span decreases by 88 percent every year.24 Brands advertising and marketing team’s primary 
challenge is to figure out what medium will capture attention span and authenticity and video is 
proving highly successful.    
Research from Biteable shows that 70% of online consumers will watch a video before 
reading text, and video has the highest click-through rate of any form of digital advertising.25 
And the word is out. Today, brands like Patagonia, REI, Inc., Nike, Inc., or LUSH are harnessing 
the power of video content and ditching expensive traditional commercial or editorial advertising 
to pursue more affordable documentary video stories displayed on their own platforms.26 The 
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The first video on Patagonia’s YouTube channel is a captivating one-minute 
documentary film trailer titled “Stone Cold: Rediscovering the Soul of Climbing,” which 
transports viewers to vast landscapes and inside the minds of the rock climbing community. 
Below are video playlists titled “Activism” and “Our Footprint: Stories from the Supply Chain,” 
highlighting Patagonia’s sizable content library and unique advertising and marketing strategy.27 
It is an approach that defines modern brand-sponsored documentary video storytelling industry 
with an emphasis on social impact. Since goals of this approach are not directly profit-oriented 
but value-oriented, the storyteller can authentically position the people, not the brand, as the 
centerpiece. Corly Kenna, Patagonia, Inc.’s Director of Global Communications and Public 
Relations, said “For us, it’s more important to get the environmental story out than Patagonia the 
brand. Before all, we emphasize storytelling and spotlight the environmental causes we care 
about.”28   
All brand storytelling, from ancient to digital, attempts to engage with people where they 
are. The most significant difference, which Plato may have never predicted, is who tells the 
stories. In a power shift, with a journalistic approach, people authentically tell their own stories.  
A Changing Advertising and Marketing Model to Creating Content 
In creating content, the brand and creative partnership explores who holds ownership and 
power, and the perspective that influences a story’s strategy and outcome. The typical model is a 
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and content. In the past, brands have poured their budget into multi-million dollar T.V 
commercials featuring celebrities or Instagram influencer advertisements. Consumer behavior 
and choice are driving this change, but also cost. Rather than making one commercial for two 
million dollars, brands could create ten short documentary videos for $250,000. The cost 
decreases because brands can host their own content on their website or social platforms over  
buying a commercial slot and eliminate expansive production sets equipped with everything 
from hairdressers to stunt doubles.  
At the same time, brands and consumers are demanding more frequent content forcing 
creative agencies to adapt away from traditional advertising and marketing strategies. Oglivy & 
Mather, McCann Worldgroup, or Grey Group are the most globally well-known, but the agencies 
holding onto traditional models and storytelling strategies are struggling to keep up, leaving 
space for new ones to take their place. A Forrester Study found that, “CMO’s demand for higher-
performing campaigns and experiences will compel agencies to finally embrace their own 
transformation. In 2020, agencies will either reassemble their process, workforce and capability 
to amplify audiences, activate campaigns and build experiences with results or find themselves 
falling further into irrelevance.”29 Smaller emerging agencies like Wieden + Kennedy, Goodby, 
Silverstein & Partners, and Johannes Leonardo earned Ad Age 2020’s top spots and are 
frequently creating brand-sponsored short documentary videos.30 Wieden + Kennedy, for 
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justice minded approach.31 Another example comes from John Deere, one of the originators of 
brand journalism, hired creative agency E.P. + Co to create the campaign “Run Together” with 
short documentary videos highlighting farmers and long-term owners of their products in their 
real, authentic work. Agencies like EP + Co  are expanding their production skills to meet 
increasing content needs and likewise production companies like Avocados and Coconuts in San 
Francisco, California are owning their strategic skill, but are still frequently contracted by an 
agency and a brand in a triangular partnership. More rarely, the veteran companies in this field 
have large in-house editorial teams such as Recreational Equipment, Inc., YETI, and Patagonia. 
As I interview experts and analyze this industry further, I will seek to understand the 
implications of this changing model on the livelihoods of filmmakers, journalists, creative 
agencies, and brands.  
Values and Social Impact are Vital in Documentary Work 
How a brand’s values are communicated is a way to stand out from the competition and 
elevates the power of brand-sponsored documentary video storytelling. In 2010, post-recession 
consumers emerged from a crisis carrying a new set of values and sought out brands that 
connected with their values that challenged the ingrained business of corporate social 
responsibility to go further. Reputation Institute, a management consultancy, found that people’s 
willingness to buy, recommend, work for, or invest in a company is significantly influenced by 
their perceptions of its corporate social responsibility practices.32 A 2020 globalwebindex.com 
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environmental track record. This contrasts prior years when consumers prioritized value and ease 
of purchase.33 These studies suggests that without shared values and engaged storytelling, brands 
lose essential consumers.  
Recent social movements like the fight for climate justice, #MeToo, March for Our 
Lives, and Black Lives Matter and how they unfolded through video online propelled this shift 
into the mainstream. Unmindful public relations statements, photographs, or Instagram posts are 
not effective storytelling strategies for transparency, authenticity, and social impact. And, an 
attentive audience will be quick to call out performative activism. Conscious consumerism is no 
longer a social media trend–it is driving which brands thrive and which brands fade into 
mediocrity.  
Some brands, however, engage in value-driven journalistic documentary brand 
storytelling so well their consumers are willing to overlook their shortcomings. For example, 
Nike is a brand that celebrates humanity and its potential and is often applauded for its 
statements on racial justice despite its history of treating workers poorly. A 2018 report by the 
Clean Clothes Campaign found that Adidas and Nike still pay “poverty” wages to factory 
workers.34 But in a recently published study in World Trademark Review, Nike came first for 
‘best-perceived authenticity and consistency of initiatives.’35 Their campaigns on racial justice, 
like the recent video “Don’t Do it,” which garnered eight million Twitter views, prove decisive, 
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strategy shows they are taking steps toward better practices, despite their failures.36 With lower 
attention spans and a greater emphasis on values and social impact, audiences support and join in 
creating the world they and the brand want to live in. 
Brand Partners  
At the start of my research, I connected with fashion brand CHANEL, who eventually 
expressed that they could not participate due to its curated image. Given this insight, I sought out 
brands who at their core are focused on their purpose, values, and who dare to engage in a 
conversation about their authentic experience in the world.  
S’well 
In 2010, tax consultant and international real estate developer Sarah Kauss started S’well 
to “rid the world of single-use plastic bottles.”37 It may seem like forever ago that sustainable 
products weren’t stylish and stylish products weren’t sustainable. Krauss created the world’s first 
reusable hydration accessory.38 In the design's practicality, S’well aimed to keep liquids and 
solids colder or hotter for longer.  
Our obsession with plastic was first created in the early 1900s when a British engineer 
created the polypropylene molecule, a highly malleable substance. It ignited a love for plastic 
that eventually skyrocketed consumption in a post-World War II economy.39 Plastics made 
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consumers now, a society increasingly democratized by our shared ability to enjoy the 
conveniences and comforts of modern life.”40 Since the 1950s, the world has produced over nine 
billion tons of plastic; one of the main culprits of single-use plastic waste–the plastic bottle.41 
Surprisingly, the plastic bottle began as a fashion statement when New York supermodels 
carried tall bottles of Evian water as an accessory on fashion show catwalks in the late 1980s.42 
Corporations sold billions of bottles with the promise that bottled water is good for hair and skin, 
healthier than soft drinks, and safer than tap water. By 2016, bottled water sales in the U.S. 
officially surpassed soft drinks, and companies sold more than 480 billion plastic bottles 
globally. The world had awakened to the burgeoning crisis of plastic waste and its detrimental 
effects on our marine life, green spaces, and, ironically, drinking water. 43 Brands slowly started 
to distance themselves from single-use plastics, but S’well was well ahead of the trend. Countries 
and cities began banning single-use plastics. In June 2020, Kenya announced a ban on single-use 
plastics at beaches and in national parks, forests, and conservation areas, and the South Delhi 
Municipal Corporation banned disposable water bottles in all city offices.44 The reusable water 
bottle industry is valued at $10.2 billion, and S’well has many competitors.45 It’s easy for any 
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excessively as freebies. S’well faces the common sustainable business paradox: maintaining 
profits, jobs, creating more products, and thus, raising consumption.  
S’well was built upon making an impact and embraces their brand values as the core of 
their marketing and touts the coveted B Corporation (B Corp) Certification.46 Certified B 
Corporations achieve a minimum verified score on the B Impact Assessment–a rigorous 
assessment of a company’s impact on its workers, customers, community, and the environment–
and publish their results.47 S’well’s mission is to be “a design company for good.” They 
showcase their support for the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) and sustainable 
incubator Lonely Whale at the bottom of their website. Their blog highlights a sustainable 
lifestyle alongside their products, including posts like “Sustainable Living 101: A Beginner’s 
Guide.”48 A recent campaign, “For the Frontlines,” donated $1 million worth of product through 
a Buy One, Donate One program and was said to have displaced 4.8 million single-use plastic 
bottles.49 Their YouTube, Instagram, and Facebook collections of colorful, curated, and hip 
photography place their products at the centerpiece.  
Story Topic 
S’well’s global marketing director Kendra Peavy said they are interested in documentary 
storytelling but have not had the marketing budget to pursue content creation. This project was 
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brainstorm a future content plan that fits their team size and budget. After initial meetings on 
brand value identification and exploration in October to December 2020, we identified S’well’s 
journalistic values as environmental stewardship, science and innovation, and people 
empowerment and chose the brands words: committed, joyful, bold, inspirational, collaborative 
and sustainable.  
Connecting to these values and words, I created a short documentary on North Carolina’s 
virtual science fair. The young mind is curious, inventive, and full of wonder. Science, by nature, 
allows youth to engage and explore their own curiosities about the world. The science fair has 
long been a home for students to inquire, connect with like-minded youth as well as 
professionals, and learn about the interconnectedness of fields of science. Tri-fold poster boards, 
sharing, experimentation, and judging represent a long-standing tradition in American 
classrooms since the Science Fair began in the 1920s. It is a culture of optimism, marked by a 
sense of common purpose. For many, it is a life-changing experience, but 2021’s competition 
will be significantly different.  
Due to the impact of COVID-19, not all students can participate, and achieving 
educational goals is harder for educators and students alike. In 2020 1291 students entered 
projects only to experience an abruptly canceled fair. This year only 456 students, marking 60% 
fewer entries, put forward research to compete in 2021’s fully virtual fair on March 28, 2021. 
Through the lens of young researchers and their science fair projects, Curious by Nature follows 
2021 Science Fair Competitors Zorabella, Uma, and sisters Kaitlyn and Lauren who created 
impactful, environmental research projects on microplastics in North Carolina’s Little River, the 
impact of GenX on the protein functionality of oysters, and how to create bioplastic cutlery to 





Curious by Nature shows that science fair isn’t only mentos and soda bottles or hom-
emade rockets, but passionate students seeking to make a positive impact on the environment 
and solve issues of today.  In an era where science has been disrupted, innovation is valued less, 
and misinformation is rampant, 2021 is a new start for science to take its rightful place in society 
and inspire young generations to lead the movement fueled by their natural curiosity.   
 
Burt’s Bees 
Burt’s Bees, a personal care products company, was acquired by Clorox for $913 million 
in 2017; however, its humble, intentional beginnings still guide the brand.50 Beekeeper Burt 
Shavitz and artist Roxanne Quimby shook loose from societal and familial expectations to find 
freedom and self-reliance in the Maine wilderness. Together, they created Burt’s Bees in the 
1980s using beeswax in candles, lip balm, and moisturizer.51 Their lifestyle was low-impact and 
socially and environmentally conscious–values that still compel the brand forward. Burt’s Bees’ 
brand story exemplifies the growing consumer desire for deeper connections, the pursuit of 
personal and societal wellbeing, and concern for the planet.  
Burt’s Bees defines its purpose in its 2020 Impact and 2025 Impact Vision report “to 
reconnect people to the wisdom, power, and beauty of nature.” As a company, their work centers 
around people's wellbeing and the natural world: they source ingredients from nature, do not 
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carbon neutral certified.52 General manager Matt Gregory stated, “At the very core of our brand’s 
beliefs is this simple truth: because we take from nature, we must work to preserve and protect 
it.” Their corporate social responsibility is grounded in work from the Greater Good Foundation, 
promoting community action and supporting local non-profits.53 “No one can do everything, but 
everyone can do something,” said Burt’s Bees co-founder Roxanne Quimby. 
At first glance, their strategy appears to be content marketing, and Burt’s Bees blog and 
marketing strategy promote individual health and wellbeing, asking people to “live simply with 
nature.” But they have also pushed bold content forward. In 2012, they shared a series of 
performative art videos titled “Burt Talks to the Bees” in partnership with artist Isabella 
Rossellini,54 and in 2013 they published the documentary Burt’s Buzz with Director Jody 
Shapiro.55 It is clear Burt’s Bees is willing to be bold and experimental with storytelling focused 
on purpose and authenticity.  
As a business, Brand Manager Gabrielle Laurent spoke to some of their shortcomings, 
such as creating consumption and waste encouraging people to buy products. They also aim to be 
accessible to all socio-economic groups but struggle to make high-value formulas at accessible 
prices. They exist under parent company Clorox, and there are many misconceptions of 
consumers viewing Clorox as a bleach company versus a multi-brand conglomerate. They work 
to promote diversity and representation, but in a recent campaign, they published a holiday 
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criticism for the lack of awareness in “perpetuating the stereotype of the missing Black dad.”56 
Burt’s Bees published an apology on social media, stating they are “deeply sorry for the hurt this 
image has caused,” but will need to work to rebuild their reputation and the impact of 
representation.57 
After initial conversations with Burt’s Bees in November 2020, the project was timely, 
and they are currently expanding their storytelling strategy. We discussed creating stories that 
make life meaningful and find joy, wisdom, and love while building a better world through 
ethics, respect, and diversity. Their content goals are to enhance livelihoods, steward 
biodiversity, and foster circularity. For Burt’s Bees, I will not complete a finished short 





















When I first sought out a brand partnership I had an in-class connection to the luxury 
fashion brand Chanel. Thankfully, the project did not come to fruition. While I believe Chanel 
can engage in brand-sponsored documentary storytelling, in order to communicate brand values 
and further social impact, brands need to be prepared to let go of a curated, celebrity-focused 
image and reckon with their past in an honest way. Chanel declined to work on a project.  
I then identified brands that align most closely with my own storytelling principles. These 
are the factors I considered:  
• Created with purpose and sustainability in mind  
• Has a dedicated Brand Stewardship and Social Impact Manager 
• Fully engaged in their social impact strategy  
• Open and honest about their influence and potential negative impact  
I found a partnership with Kendra Peavy, the Vice President of Global Communication 
and Impact at reusable packaging company S’well to create a short documentary video and 
integrated campaign. I also worked with Gabrielle Laurent, Brand Stewardship and Influence 
Manager of Burt’s Bees to develop a ‘Documentary Storytelling Workshop.’  
Research Questions 
The purpose of the project, along with the methodology, asked pertinent questions to 
understand brand-sponsored documentary video storytelling. 
● During the initial storytelling process and production phases, the brand partner and I 
identified and defined brand values and discovered how to incorporate them into a short 




● Through a collaborative, value-oriented process, the project implored the brand to think 
about its stance and social impact on specific issues. 
● Finally, I discussed how to measure whether documentary video can change how 
someone feels about a brand through a connection to brand values while maintaining its 
grounding in journalistic principles. 
Approach  
Industry Analysis  
By analyzing various approaches used by directors, production companies, agencies, and 
in-house brand content teams, I discovered a practical approach to brand-sponsored short 
documentary video storytelling. I condensed the results of my research and interviews into an 
industry analysis including a list of industry leaders, an analysis of case studies, activities to 
create valuable assets, and discussion points to explore important questions. This analysis 
includes excerpts from interviews with Avocados, and Coconuts Production Company, and Ep + 
Co Creative Agency. The interviews took place from October to January 2020. . Finally, I 
explored the business viability of brand-sponsored short documentary video work. The industry 
analysis provides readers with a snapshot of the approaches that exist and an overview of the 
brand-sponsored short documentary videos storytelling industry, which is yet to exist. 
Brand Partnerships 
I created the short documentary video ‘Curious by Nature’ for reusable packaging 
company S’well and one ‘Documentary Storytelling Workshops Series’ for lifestyle products 
company Burt’s Bees to explore the approach and partnership between the visual journalist and 





Brand-sponsored Documentary Video Storytelling Phases 
Goal Tasks 
October 2020 – January 2021 
Phase 1: Value Exploration (pre-production) 
Brand Research  
(Storyteller completes 
independently and by email)  
● Reach out to brand to collect resources and  
● NDA from brand/Create and sign contract 
● Establish relationship and shared agenda  
Define Brand Values  
(Meeting 1) 
● Evaluate brand marketing strategy and content to 
determine brand values 
● Discuss potential project outcomes 
● Explore ethics of brand and social impact 
Story Ideation and Pitch 
(Meeting 2)  
● Align brand values with current social issues  
● Submit 2-3 pitches to brand and discuss deadlines  
● Discuss documentary narrative structure 
● Determine ideal story subject(s) and discuss storyline 
● Collectively design research processes and tools 
January - February 2021 
Phase 2: Film Production (brand mostly not involved) 
Story Partner Collaboration ● Informed consent discussed/signed with story partner 
○ Discuss risks of published stories, project 
possibilities and audience, and shared goals 
○ Where will this project go? Define how to talk 
about the brand here  
● Complete pre-interview 
● Write coverage plan and film synopsis 
Film on Location ● Film entirety of project  
○ A-roll interviews  
○ B-roll and Verité  
○ Sense of place and drone footage 
● Evaluate project design, ethics, knowledge and skills 
based on industry analysis and incorporate lessons 
learned into production 
February - March 2021 
Phase 3: Post-production 
Editing  ● Edit project 




● Send draft to video-focused committee members and 
for review and feedback 
○ What is missing? Potentially, continue filming 
Brand Feedback ● Brand screens and responds to video draft 
Finalization ● Finalize video 
March - April 2021 
Phase 4: Social Impact 
Distribution Plan ● Discuss social media, website, screenings, conferences 
and submission to film festivals 
● Share video with story partners and their audiences via 
virtual screening and receive feedback 
Evaluative Research ● Virtual screening with questionnaire 
○ Did the film change audiences’ perception of 
the brand and its values? 
● Work with brand to implement research and collect 
data internally and on their platforms 
Reflection ● Analyze findings and revisit initial goals 
● Reflect on working collaboratively 
○ Has the brand/storyteller partnership worked? 
What could be improved?  
● Write and discuss recommendations to implement 
project into campaigns or via freelance contract work 
● Share projects with all audiences 
● Send thank you 
Table 2: Brand Partnership Phases Table 
 
 Obstacles and Challenges 
The challenges I faced included navigating the brand and visual journalist partnership, 
the impact of COVID-19, minimal budget, and ethical responsibility. My primary goal was to 
maintain integrity and authenticity as a visual journalist. While acknowledging brand values and 
advertising and marketing campaigns, the focus should be on unscripted documentary 
storytelling, not promotional placement or scripting. To have a successful partnership, the brand 




a global audience and marketing strategy, I needed to create a video that fit their identity, vision, 
and social presence. To overcome these challenge, I prepared presentations and journalistic 
storytelling workshops for our initial meetings. In the first meeting, I communicated my 
storytelling principles as a visual journalist. 
 













COVID-19 safety and obstacles will be inevitable and could impact equipment rentals, 
location, timing, and rescheduling. I created guidelines to mitigate this challenge:  
 
COVID-19 Safety Guidelines 
 
Before Production:  
• Health Risk Assessment: Monitor my health and the risk of those I live with and my story 
partners. 
• Test: Take a COVID-19 test every 6-9 days. UNC-Chapel Hill offers free saliva testing for 
students (2-day results).  
• Checklist: Gear, wipes, sanitizer, mask(s), gloves. 
 
In Production: 
• Carry Protection: Bring hand sanitizer, face mask, and gloves. Practice caution while 
removing it, and wash hands immediately after to kill the infection. The CDC recommends 
spending at least 20 seconds, washing with soap and water. 
• Avoid Close Contact: Maintain six feet of distance from the people I am speaking 
with/interviewing.  
• Avoid Dirty Surfaces: The virus can spread through surfaces and not just people. Ensure that 
I do not touch my face, including eyes, nose, and mouth, after touching surfaces. 
• Maintain Safety: Do not come into physical contact with story partners and decline politely. 
Avoid shaking hands or giving hugs, irrespective of their cultural significance or requirement. 
• Monitor Symptoms: Keep the main symptoms in mind while filming. If I experience fever, a 
dry cough, and shortness of breath, immediately stop work and instead focus on self-isolation 
and social distancing so that I do not spread the infection to others. 
 
After Production:  
• Be Mindful: Understand the risks that this can pose to people around me. When returning 
home, dispose of gloves properly, and wash clothing and masks. 
• Clean Your Gear: Make sure to thoroughly clean and disinfect all gear and equipment each 
time there is any level of exposure with sanitizers. 
• Restock Supplies! 
 
Additional Resources: 
• The field guide was written by the Sundance Institute, Documentary Society, and others. 
• F.L. Farmworker Safety Protocols 
• NYT and BBC 
• UCB Public Health Notes 
• Best Practices and Safety Guidelines UMass 
• Safety Security and Self-care Dart Center 
• Safety Protocols for Freelance 
• SPJ Journalist's Toolbox 
 
Figure 2: COVID-19 Safety Guidelines 
 
An unavoidable challenge was the paradox of the term brand journalism. The first 




with their consumers, or create a more sustainable world, but people will always see the first. I 
uncovered the ethical implications of this point of view and how it influenced storytelling. For 
example, story partners had concerns about “being the face of the brand” or expected 
compensation.  
The storyteller’s ethical responsibility to their story partner was not a challenge but a 
reminder to maintain honesty and trust with one another. Creating a story with sensitivity, 
empathy, and compassion was essential for the project’s success. I avoided inserting my voice 
and perspective and made the publication intent clear to prevent exploitation. Through an 
informed consent conversation, story partners had the opportunity to understand their role and 
ask questions about publication. 
I reviewed these documents to uphold my ethical responsibility to my story partner: 
• NPPA Code of Ethics 
• Photo Bill of Rights 
• Society of Professional Journalists’ Code of Ethics 

















This year exemplified that it is not the destination but the journey that teaches us. 
Completing an industry analysis and non-traditional thesis project in the middle of a pandemic 
and recession was a journey about pivoting, taking a pause, shifting my perspective, and 
answering questions that, in the beginning, I didn’t even think to ask.  
My industry analysis explored the emergence of brand-sponsored documentary video 
storytelling in brand advertising content and marketing strategies and seeks to identify trends, 
ethical challenges, and lessons learned. From October 2020 to February 2021, I spoke with 19 
experts in creative agencies, in-house brand content teams, production companies, independent 
journalists, and nonprofits. Although Patagonia is the most well-known for documentary video, 
my research found that dozens of brands create brand-sponsored documentary video stories. The 
time for understanding this large emerging influential industry is now before it runs away from 
its creators. My findings cannot be conclusive in this short time, but instead, I ask pertinent 
questions to develop greater understanding. Like, are brands actually cutting through the content 
noise and making deeper connections with consumers? Or how do you uphold journalistic 
principles in marketing content?  
My industry analysis informed my approach to working with two companies, S’well and 
Burt’s Bees, in creating a short documentary and a mini-documentary storytelling workshop 
series. The obstacles and conversations that I uncovered brought up new questions, like, what 
does brand transparency mean today? Or, how do we value storytellers? I believe in a slow, 
thoughtful, and brave journalistic approach to create stories that transcend geographical, socio-
economic, and cultural differences. Visual journalism has provided a distinct purpose to my 




organizations, federal agencies, and marketing teams is unconventional for an aspiring visual 
journalist, but it is why I found myself on this journey. A journey in question.  
S’well: Curious by Nature Short Documentary and Integrated Campaign 
Partnership Timeline 
• Meeting 1 - Defining Brand Values (November 2020)  
o Environmental stewardship, science and innovation, and people empowerment 
o Committed, joyful, bold, inspirational, collaborative, and sustainable 
• Meeting 2 - Story pitch ideas (November 2020)  
o Selected story on youth competing in the NC State Science Fair  
• Meeting 3 - one-on-one with S’well’s CEO Sarah Kauss (December 2020)  
o Established close relationship, conversation and investment in story 
• Met 1x Weekly (January - April 2021)  
o Campaign and story development, editing and finalizations 
o Other conversations included: compensation, branding UX/UI, diversity and 
inclusion 
The short documentary video created for S’well is 12-minutes long and hosted on their website 
at https//www.swell.com/curious-by-nature. Curious by Nature is about the 2021 North Carolina 
State Science and Engineering Fair went virtual amid the COVID-19 Pandemic. With reduced 
access to school resources, 65% fewer students entered the competition. Despite these 
challenges, four students completed impactful research that could earn them a spot at the 
International Science and Engineering Fair (ISEF) and positively impact their local community 
and environment 
Integrated ‘Earth Month’ Campaign 
• Curious by Nature Webpage 
• More Students in Action Blog Post 
• Trailer for video 




• Instagram Stories ‘Get to Know the Filmmaker’ 
• S’well CEO shared to community  
• Email distribution - 3 emails with link to film to reach consumers 
• S’well utilizing partnership and social impact strategy  
o North Carolina Science and Engineering Foundation, UNICEF Clubs USA, 
Lonely Whale, B Corp USA, Girl Scouts and more 
• Thought Discussion Kit 
• Media relations and press  
S’well’s Feedback 
“As a brand, you have to have your finger on the pulse of what’s happening. Documentary 
content allows you to engage in real-world conversations and make informed decisions on your 
social impact. In this case, we learned about the community’s need to get outside, the impact 
COVID-19 has had on education, how important curiosity is, and the large gap in resource 
allocation in STEM activities for students from diverse backgrounds,” said Kendra Peavy. Their 
biggest obstacle to creating a larger campaign and implementing more documentary content is a 
small marketing budget. Unfortunately, there were no big promotions and Kendra was often 
pulled in product-oriented directions or stretched thin while working on the project. S’well rated 
the experience five out of five.  
Burt’s Bees Documentary Storytelling Workshop 
Partnership Timeline 
 
• Meeting 1 - Defining Brand Values (November 2020)  
o Access to nature equity, restoring native landscapes, and mental health and 
wellness 
o Community, Joyful, caring, trustworthy, connection, unconventional, intentional 
• Meeting 2 - Story pitch ideas (November 2020)  
o Did not select story pitch idea 




o Changed deliverable to workshop series (January 2020) 
• Met 1x monthly January - April 
o Discussed compensation, branding UX/UI, diversity and inclusion, nonprofit 
partners, story ideas, and  implementation 
o Workshop was created based on the ‘Industry Analysis’ activities 
 
With Burt’s Bees I worked over 40 hours total developing documentary story strategy, 
ideating, and pitching over 20 story ideas. I had in-depth conversations on behalf of Burt’s Bees 
with their foundational non-profit partners including Trees Durham, Extra Terrestrial, and RAFI 
USA to discuss story partners and their current activities.  I communicated the findings and 
outcomes of these conversations with Burt’s Bees such as editorial ownership, compensation, 
and marketing exposure. In the meetings, I presented and met twelve Burt’s Bees staff members 
virtually. 
The client experience of strategizing and teaching documentary storytelling to Burt’s 
Bees was invaluable. The primary lessons I learned are that larger businesses need to 
thoughtfully address parent ownership, compensation and story strategy including diversity and 
editorial principles. To mitigate obstacles we discussed implementing foundational story grants 
to partner with non-profit organizations and tell stories more easily, as well as working with 
freelancers to complete photo essays and written content due to budget constraints. One of my 
main takeaways is that it is hard for many brands to let go of their product and brand exposure 
through story and invest their marketing budget in documentary storytelling. Burt’s Bees rated 
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